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Abstract 
Comprehensive reviews of the last four decades of Commonwealth funded support 
mechanisms for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, including the history of the 
Indigenous Tutorial Assistance Scheme (ITAS) are well documented by Watts (1982), Bin 
Sallik (1991), Tripcony (2001) and Morgan (2003). Designed as a “supplementary” tuition 
scheme, Nakata (2001, 2007) argues that this is premised upon Indigenous students having 
had a deficient preparation for each stage of schooling.  However, delivery of ITAS to 
Indigenous students continues to require enormous administration and commitment by the 
staff of Indigenous education support centres.  
This paper begins with a general overview of the history of ITAS across Australia and a 
specific overview at one Australian university.  The paper reports on a research-in-progress 
which interrogated ITAS from the position of its Commonwealth-mandated bureaucratic 
workload, the inherent question of pedagogy, and the benefit to student outcomes that ITAS 
is intended to enhance. 
We will showcase some of the preliminary findings of this research into the quality and 
efficacy of ITAS by demonstrating process design and delivery improvements in the 
administration of ITAS at our university.  We also provide some analysis of the evaluations 
provided by important stakeholders in ITAS, including first year and ongoing Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander students, ‘first-timers’ and experienced ITAS tutors, and the academic 
and professional staff who administer and monitor the scheme. 
Introduction 
ITAS at QUT 
Centralised administration of the Aboriginal Tutorial Assistance Scheme (ATAS) at QUT 
began in 1990, after the former Brisbane College of Advanced Education (BCAE) merged 
with the Queensland Institute of Technology (QIT). Support for Indigenous students under 
the National policy had previously been offered through the School of Education at BCAE 
(White, 2007), but the new university provided the administrative platform for all Indigenous 
students in every faculty to receive ATAS support. 
From 1990 to 1994, ATAS was centrally organised by the Queensland office of the 
Department of Education, Employment and Training (DEET) through the Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Distance Education Unit (ATSIDEU) at Mt Gravatt (Woodward, 2007). 
Academic support staff in the Oodgeroo Unit were the first point of contact for students in 
requesting tutorial assistance, but the administrative load was shared by QUT staff and the 
ATSIDEU staff who provided the appropriate forms, registered the potential tutors, approved 
the educational assessments and work programs, processes pay claims and made payments 
(Woodward, 2007). 
As with other education providers around Australia, our university was concerned with the 
inevitable administrative delay between student requests for assistance, the processing of 
forms off campus, and the actual appointment and start date of tuition. Strict guidelines about 
commencement dates, weekly limits on tutoring and reporting paperwork often mean that 
students were not able to make use of tuition support until the mid-semester break. As 
reported earlier, the legislative change to make bulk funding available to education providers 
to take over the administration of ITAS was intended to reduce such administrative delays.  
With the Bulk Funding Arrangements of 1995, education providers wishing to continue 
offering ATAS needed to enter into a contractual agreement with DEET to obtain funding on 
a yearly basis. Each contract and funding provided was based upon 50% of the equivalent 
fulltime student enrolment (Woodward, 2007). 
The improvement in these rates of participation and success was directly linked to the amount 
of funding that education providers would be entitled to in future years. Funding was not 
specifically tied to ‘proving’ the quality of the program; that was implied by increasing 
numbers of graduates.  However, from our experience at QUT, there are numerous variables 
affecting the access, participation and graduation rates of students, including but not limited 
to: 
1. perceptions of financial support available to potential students; 
2. university cut-off scores; 
3. university ‘inducements’ that differ from each institution; 
4. reputation (especially amongst alumni); 
5. history of family enrolment;  
6. physical location of the institution (McLaughlin, 2006). 
Policy changes in other student related areas such as eligibility criteria for Abstudy and 
Youth Allowance may also affect the number of Indigenous students applying for tertiary 
study or increase pressure on students who must supplement their income through part-time 
work.   These students may experience difficulty in managing academic workloads and 
family/employment commitments and thus impact directly on student completions (Oodgeroo 
Unit, 2003). 
With the emphasis of statistical reporting however, there is no requirement or incentive for 
education providers to research the impact of such variables, nor the quality of teaching 
offered through programs such as ATAS. The issue of academic excellence was also 
overlooked by the focus on numbers of graduates.  The burden of ‘proof’ was limited, by 
national policy, to only reporting changes in student outcomes. 
Significant changes to the administration of, and to a lesser extent, the reporting, of ATAS 
occurred in 1995 when the Bulk Funding Arrangements were introduced (Woodward, 2007).  
The ATAS bulk-funding arrangements were established in 1995 with the familiar objective of 
assisting Indigenous Australians enrolled in tertiary institutions to achieve educational 
outcomes equal to those of other Australians through supplementary tutorial assistance. It 
was expected that the education providers through which students were enrolled were better 
placed to assess student learning needs, and appoint appropriately qualified tutors to meet 
those needs. The new bulk funding scheme enabled students to access individual or small 
group tutorial assistance, as with previous arrangements, with the main significant difference 
being that individual education providers were now totally responsible for all administration 
and payments to tutors (Woodward, 2007). 
By 1999, the Australian Government indicated that there had been a necessary emphasis on 
access and participation, but an insufficient focus on achieving educational outcomes.  The 
federal government regarded the continuance of significant educational inequality between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous school students as unacceptable (Commonwealth of 
Australia, 2003, p. 9).  The Indigenous Education (Targeted Assistance) Bill 2000 was 
introduced to replace the Indigenous Education (Supplementary Assistance) Act 1989 through 
which ATAS was already being provided. The new Act, while not repealing the previous one 
(The Senate, 2005) was introduced to determine and allocate funding for the Indigenous 
Education Strategic Initiative Program (IESIP) and thus, did not impact upon the existing 
administration of ATAS through the Appropriations Bill #1 (Indigenous Education Direct 
Assistance - IEDA) (DEST, 2002).  Not surprisingly, the reporting requirements for IESIP 
were very similar to ATAS; 
1. number of students accessing IESIP by state and gender; 
2. number of education providers delivering programs; and, 
3. the total cost of such programs by state and provider (DEST, 2002). 
These trends confirmed our earlier observation that education providers of ATAS (and IESIP) 
were not required to examine the quality of teaching and learning of their program in order to 
satisfy their auditing/reporting obligations.  
Reporting against outcomes for Indigenous Education Direct Assistance (IEDA), through 
which ATAS is funded, had not changed from earlier requirements set out in the National 
policy in 1989. For example, in the National Report to Parliament on Indigenous Education 
and Training (DEST, 2002), ATAS results were still reported in terms of; 
1. how many students accessed ATAS by state and gender; and, 
2. the number of education providers involved in delivering ATAS (DEST, 2002, 
specifically Chapter 2). 
The Oodgeroo Unit became responsible for the administration of the annual ATAS Bulk-
Funding Grant to Queensland University of Technology. The Unit’s academic and general 
staff take responsibility for different aspects of the ATAS Funding Grant.   Academic staff 
were responsible educational assessments, approving applications for ATAS assistance on the 
basis of the educational needs assessment, interviewing and recommending tutors for 
appointment, allocating tutors to students, conducting cultural awareness sessions, approving 
work programs and reviewing progress and tuition assessment reports. General staff 
maintained the tutor and student databases, reviewed and revised standard forms, revised 
information kits for tutors, students and academic staff, confirmed tutorial arrangements in 
writing, checked and approved tutor claim forms and timesheets, monitored salary and non-
salary expenditure, coordinated cultural awareness sessions, maintained student and tutor 
files, prepared the Funding Grant for external audit and various mid and end year financial 
and program reports.    
Five years after taking responsibility for ATAS, the Oodgeroo Unit acted upon internal 
concerns raised in a 2000 Review of the Unit that the program could not be adequately 
administered by a part-time coordinator, even though the funding guidelines did not provide 
for full-time administration. This cost was taken up by the Oodgeroo Unit. 
The renamed Indigenous Tutorial Assistance Scheme (ITAS) replaced ATAS in 2005, after 
the introduction of the Indigenous Education (Targeted Assistance) Amendment Bill 2004 
(DEST, 2006).  The major differences in reporting requirements of the “new” ITAS program 
as articulated by DEST (2006) included; 
1. university subject results of students receiving ITAS; 
2. information about the effectiveness of different tutoring strategies (i.e. group versus 
individual tuition); and, 
3. information about changes to student behaviour and attitudes (for example, the 
number of ‘no shows’ a student has).  
Statistical data to satisfy the new requirements was already available with existing reporting 
mechanisms, specifically the student/result table, and student/tutor table. However, reasons 
behind any changes in behaviour were not able to be presented back to DEST in existing data 
reporting requirements, even though we captured such data through qualitative student 
evaluations of tutors, and tutor final progress reports. Furthermore, as stated earlier in our 
response to the 2003 Bulk Funding Arrangements review, the lack of feedback from DEST as 
to what they wanted the information for, and how it would return to improve the quality of 
ITAS remains unresolved. 
In 2004, the Oodgeroo Unit made a significant change to ITAS access for students and tutors 
by making most of the administrative paperwork available online through the Oodgeroo Unit 
website (see www.oodgeroo.qut.edu.au). This was one response to the acknowledgement 
made in the 2003 review that part time, postgraduate and externally enrolled students did not 
have day time access to academic staff who would normally provide it, and this was having 
an impact on their uptake of ITAS support. Ah Sam (2007) noted that small, incremental 
changes such as this over the last seven years reflected the intention of the Oodgeroo Unit to 
offer a virtual environment for ITAS that we are progressing towards.   
ITAS at QUT is currently used by approx 20% of Indigenous students, which equates to 95 
students out of 380 (see Table 1). QUT is performing well nationally and within Queensland 
for student enrolments (access) and participation. Whilst QUT’s overall performance in 
enrolling (recruiting) students decreased marginally between 2003 and 2004, participation 
(continuing students) increased, suggesting that student support mechanisms operating within 
the Oodgeroo Unit are effective (Oodgeroo Unit, 2005). 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students interviewed through the alternative entry 
program (CASP) are advised to apply for ITAS if offered a place to study at QUT (Oodgeroo 
Unit Staff Retreat minutes, 2001).  Emphasis is made during the pre-orientation week which 
the Unit conducts for first year Indigenous students prior to mainstream orientation 
schedules.  This is accompanied by an information session detailing how the program works 
at the university.  An invitation is sent to all students who have identified as Indigenous 
Australian (who did not attend pre-orientation) when classes commence. Often, many first 
year students complete the request for tuition forms within the first weeks of semester. 
As explained earlier, the process begins with students’ application, prior to academic staff 
undertaking educational assessment, recruiting tutors through internal databases or seeking 
recommendations from unit / course coordinators, interviewing and recommending 
appointments, approving work programs, and reviewing progress and tuition assessment 
reports (see diagram of current work flow).  Tutors are strictly guided by a Tutor’s Manual 
(www.oodgeroo.qut.edu.au/students/ITAS), specifically outlining their roles and 
responsibilities, timing requirement, and conditions for working as an ITAS tutor.  Our 
annual reports submitted to DEST reveal the success rates within the ITAS program at our 
university, in terms of successful completion of units and graduate students (Oodgeroo Unit 
DEST Report, 2006).   External audits by DEST are conducted as required.   
Table 1 
2007 students accessing ITAS tutoring within the Oodgeroo Unit, QUT 
Faculties Students Enrolled 
Year 
 1 
Year 
 2
Year
 3
Year
 4
Double 
degree
Post 
Grad Total 
Education 54 8 4 5 2     19 
Creative 
Industries 29 5 4 1 1     11 
Health 53 10 5 5 0     20 
Law / Justice 
Studies 57 4 5 5 0     13 
Built 
Environment & 
Engineering 
31 5 0 0 1     6 
Science 12 0 1 0 0     1 
Business 37 4 2 0 0     6 
Information 
Technology 15 2 1 0 0     3 
Humanities / 
Human Services 25 5 2 2 0     9 
Double Degree 23 0 0 0 0 6 0 6 
Post Graduate 44 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 
TOTAL 380 43 24 15 6 6 1 95 
Background to Research Project 
Our enrolment figures and success rates are slightly better than the national average 
(Oodgeroo Unit, 2005), but our ITAS participation rates are quite low (20%)  Given our 
above discussion that ITAS reporting requirements do not illuminate quality teaching and 
learning practices,  it is crucial that we identify and assess the quality of those aspects of 
student support that are enabling QUT to perform against the national trends of decreasing 
Indigenous participation in university education.   
The emerging interest in the quality of teaching and learning in ITAS were related to broader 
developments outside of the Oodgeroo Unit. Firstly, it correlated with a decision concerning 
the University’s commitments to Reconciliation, and its associated Teaching and Learning 
expectations (see www.reconciliation.qut.edu.au).  Through QUT’s commitment to the 
Reconciliation Statement, a number of faculties, through the provision of Teaching and 
Learning Grants, undertook projects which concentrated on Embedding Indigenous 
Perspectives in the Curriculum (Williamson, 2001, Nash, 2004).    
From 2003, the Faculty of Education, in consultation with the Oodgeroo Unit, introduced an 
Indigenous Education unit as one of its core units. An Oodgeroo Unit academic was seconded 
to conceptualise, develop and co-ordinate this unit.  Consequently, all academic staff took on 
teaching responsibilities from 2004 to 2006.  This involved delivering of keynote lectures, 
tutorials and accommodating consultation hours for Education Faculty students.  An 
associated development was the publication of the textbook, Introductory Indigenous Studies 
in Education: The Importance of Knowing, edited by Jean Phillips and Jo Lampert (2005), 
with chapters contributed by most academic staff, to support teaching and learning.     
Other faculties within the university that also commenced embedding Indigenous 
perspectives into the Curriculum at various levels were QUT Carseldine School of 
Humanities and Human Services (see Williamson and Towers, 2004; Williamson and Dalal, 
2007), School of Justice, Faculty of Law (Carpenter, Field & Barnes, 2002), Faculty of 
Health (Nash, 2004).   
Further, the quality of tutors recruited though the ITAS program was a concern for staff at the 
Oodgeroo Unit (Oodgeroo Unit, 2003).  Similarly, the quality of teaching and learning 
associated with tutorial support provided through ITAS became consistently discussed at 
other staff meetings (Oodgeroo Unit Staff Retreat Minutes, 2001).  A research project was 
motivated by the need to get a better profile of the integrity of learning and teaching 
processes that occur.  It was intended that this would provide an opportunity to do some 
quality control, better deliver ITAS to students already accessing this service and market it to 
students who are not.  Some engagement of students’ attitudes and aspirations in learning 
would be useful to how ITAS is managed at QUT, to improve the quality of the tutoring 
experience for students to lead to improved student results and retention rates. 
An Oodgeroo Unit ITAS project team was appointed in mid 2006. Conversations commenced 
immediately, which engaged perspectives of both academic and professional staff on the 
current management and processing of ITAS.  One message which emerged consistently was 
“cut down the paper work” (Academic and administrative staff).  A Web Developer, recent 
QUT graduate from Information Technology, was appointed to assist in the development of 
an electronic system to better manage ITAS processing.  An ITAS team was appointed which 
brainstormed the existing ITAS workflow processes and the DEST requirements which were 
documented in a workflow diagram.  A staff retreat followed, which allowed Oodgeroo Unit 
staff to engage in a focus group / workshop to unpack administrative and academic issues 
being experienced and the how the electronic processing mechanism would enhance the 
delivery of the program at our university.   The outcome of these workgroups was the 
development of a more improved workflow for the ITAS processes (as will be demonstrated 
in Session 2).  
Research Aims 
1. How does the Oodgeroo Unit monitor and assess the quality of teaching through the 
ITAS program and how does the Unit use this information year to year? 
2. What are the effects on the quality of teaching and learning through ITAS, and its 
administrative procedures as they relate to students, ITAS tutors, staff and the ITAS 
coordinator? 
In keeping with Indigenous methodology, a specific political, relevant and useful project 
outcome for the Indigenous community served by QUT is to provide an online interface for 
ITAS.  The current paper based process is a substantially time- consuming and expensive 
exercise from all users’ perspectives.  A review of the history of ATAS/ITAS in the current 
environment has shown that a standard, consistent and comprehensive means to manage the 
ITAS process well is essential to its ongoing success, and for developing the means to assess 
and improve the quality of teaching and learning through the program.  Providing a familiar 
interface utilising existing QUT’s databases, learning tools and authentication system in an 
online environment is expected to enable a streamlined process with timely attention and 
reporting to all users including meeting DEST’s reporting requirements. 
Research Approach and Methodology 
Decolonising methodology 
Unlike other studies conducted into ITAS, this research study into both administrative and 
educational processes at one university location cannot ignore the struggles that exist within 
Australian university centres which aim to decolonise knowledge.  A commitment to 
decolonising research processes evolved as a way of redressing colonial processes of 
knowledge generation and its implications of imperialism and knowledge/power relations.   
The researchers went into this study with an understanding of Indigenous knowledge and 
research ethics (AIATSIS, 2000).  Indigenous research protocols including respect and 
responsibility for participants, the ITAS scheme itself and the Unit which administered and 
supported the program informed the conceptualisation and development of the study from the 
beginning.   
There was an understanding by the research team that there was existing knowledge gained 
over years of experience in ITAS administrative tasks by both academic advisors and 
professional staff within the unit.  Researchers utilising a decolonising methodology 
recognise the responsibility that associates with the conceptualisation, conduct of research 
and dissemination of its outcomes.  Smith (1999, p. 139) cautions insider or Indigenous 
researchers that the research process may challenge and unsettle their beliefs, values and 
existing knowledge.  This research team was highly cautions of this, and prepared itself for 
different challenges thrown at the project by fellow colleagues, students and the university 
administrative personnel. 
Indigenous scholars, such as Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999), Polly Walker (2001) and Karen 
Martin (2001), argued that decolonising methodologies are defined by interconnectedness 
and interrelatedness between people, knowledge and the natural world.  Indigenous research 
operates on a paradigm that is a creative, ever changing process rather than that in search of 
an absolute truth.  The research process, then, precedes objective measurement, but honours 
the primacy of direct experiences, relationships, interconnectedness, holism and cultural 
values (Walker, 2001).  Thus, a sense of responsibility to the “researched” informs the 
conduct and methods of reporting from the study.   
Rigney (1997) classified Indigenous research as research being informed by three 
fundamental and inter-related principles including resistance, political integrity and 
privileging Indigenous voices (p.118).  While the first two principles inform this research 
through subtle ways, privileging Indigenous voice is fundamental to this study.  This study is 
focused on past experiences, contemporary practices and aspirations of Indigenous educators 
and student recipients of ITAS.  This research team was highly sensitive to, as Rigney (1997) 
explained, ideas and practices of colonial hegemony.  Therefore, there was a high degree of 
awareness and respect for all participants associated with ITAS and we are accountable to our 
colleagues and students, the university and Indigenous community.  
Case Study 
Given the nature and provision of ITAS in Australian universities, TAFE colleges, schools 
and other learning institutions, this research project is designed to investigate ITAS provision 
in one location.  The rationale for a concentrated focus into one location will enable staff to 
constantly and critically reflect on their current practice, and develop innovative ideas for 
enhancing student support through ITAS.  A case study methodology is appropriate for such 
investigation. For the purpose of this study, the two relevant types of case are intrinsic and 
instrumental case studies (Stake, 1998).  Researchers of intrinsic case study aim at obtaining 
better understanding of the particular case. The case is the primary interest of this study as it 
concerns program evaluation (Stake, 1998).  However, a case study need not be purely 
descriptive at a micro-level.  Intrinsic case study is highly appropriate and relevant for this 
study. This research is also an instrumental case study (Stake, 1998).  In an instrumental case 
study, a problem is used to provide insight into an issue for refinement of theory (Bassey, 
1999). In other words, understanding ITAS at QUT is of intrinsic interest to us to improve 
our own processes, yet it is also instrumental in that we hope to influence broader policy 
impacting upon the delivery of ITAS.  
Data Collection Strategies 
We wanted to honour the growing academy of Indigenous and non-Indigenous scholars who 
have argued for respectful research with Indigenous peoples (Brady, 1992; Rigney, 1997, 
1999; Hart and Whatman, 1998; Huggins, 1998; Smith, 1999, 2005; Moreton-Robinson, 
2000, 2004; Weber-Pillwax, 2001; Martin, 2001; Fredericks, 2007; Houston, 2007; Stewart, 
2007). Smith (1999, p.120) described such respectful research as “a reciprocal, shared, 
constantly interchanging principle which is expressed through all aspects of social conduct”. 
Rigney (1997) argued that research conducted by Indigenous people in a particular way, is 
“Indigenist” research, and should achieve the privileging of Indigenous voices, political and 
lobbying agendas, and ultimately the emancipation of Indigenous peoples.  While non-
Indigenous people cannot conduct “Indigenist” research in Rigney’s view, Smith (1999) and 
Martin (2001) contended that non-Indigenous people can work with Indigenous people in 
support of Indigenist research. 
Therefore, in adhering to principles of Indigenous methodology, a pragmatic approach guided 
the selection of methods.  Data collection strategies adopted for this research included 
workshops as a form of focus groups, document analysis, individual interviews, and 
qualitative survey. 
Workshops / Focus Groups 
Stewart proposed that focus group methodology was respectful for Indigenous research as it 
allowed the creation of ideas and new theory to emerge through the flexibility of shared 
conversations (2007, p.31). Focus groups are a more appropriate methodological approach 
that “acknowledge the decolonisation politics of an Indigenous research agenda” (Smith, 
1999, p.115). 
Focus groups were conducted with Indigenous and non-Indigenous staff, both academic and 
professional, between July 2006 and June 2007. A number of small groups were convened 
initially in 2006, leading to a whole staff focus group in November 2006, in which the 
findings of previous sessions were collated and represented back to the staff for further input, 
clarification and/or rejection. We essentially collated a “wish list” from every staff member 
outlining their hopes and expectations of ITAS in a virtual environment. 
In June 2007, we held the last focus group, presenting the prototype-in-development of the 
ITAS virtual environment. Feedback from all staff in this session was captured in field notes 
(see below) to further inform the research project. 
Document Analysis 
Documents which may form part of the data in a given study may be described as primary or 
secondary sources (Cohen and Manion, 1994: 50). In this study, we collected meeting 
minutes and agendas from 2001 to the present, Oodgeroo Unit Annual ATAS/ITAS reports to 
DEST, the Oodgeroo Unit Submission to the 2003 Review of Bulk funding Arrangements, 
DEST policy documentation, QUT policy documents, and various government reports. 
Individual Interviews 
The interviews conducted in this study focused upon key personnel in the administration of 
ITAS. The ITAS Administrator, former ITAS Coordinators, academic staff, professional 
staff, students and tutors participated in unstructured, informal interviews about ITAS 
between July 2006 and June 2007. 
Qualitative Survey 
The aim of qualitative survey research is to describe characteristics of individuals, groups 
and/or organisations, with broader aims of monitoring important trends, testing theoretical 
understandings of social processes and providing key indicators. We wanted to gather the 
views of a sample of Indigenous students, staff and ITAS tutors at QUT, with a view to 
identifying key indicators of the quality of teaching and learning in ITAS. 
Since the mid-1980s, research into the cognitive aspects of survey measurement has 
developed at a rapid pace, resulting in an influential presence in survey literature (Presser et 
al., 2004; Schwarz, 2007). Cognitive Aspects of Survey Methodology, or CASM (Schwarz, 
2007, p. 277) is concerned with the cognitive and communicative processes underlying 
survey responding by participants, with a view to increasing understanding of basic 
psychological processes, and thus improving the design of surveys. 
Survey researchers such as Strack and Martin (1987) and Tourangeau (1984) assume that 
when a participant answers a survey, several interrelated tasks are required. Schwarz (2007, 
p. 278) lists those tasks as; 
1. to interpret the question to understand what is meant and to determine which 
information should be provided; 
2. to retrieve a previously formed attitude judgment from memory or form a judgment 
on the spot; 
3. to identify the behaviour in question if the survey questions are behavioural, rather 
than attitudinal; and 
4. format their judgment to fit the response alternatives provided as part of the question. 
They recognise the need for survey respondents to edit their responses before they 
communicate them and that the performance of the above stated tasks is extremely context 
dependent and profoundly shaped by the survey instrument (Schwarz, 2007, p. 278). For 
example, it is more likely that a survey respondent will form a judgment on the spot, than 
retrieve existing ones from memory, based on whatever relevant information, or “clues”, that 
are accessible at the time.  
With this view of survey methodology, it is essential to describe for this ITAS research 
project how the purpose of the survey was conceptualised, by whom, and through what tasks 
the purpose is expected to be fulfilled. 
ITAS Survey Purpose and Design 
As described earlier, a central data collection method was the focus group. We utilised the 
focus group approach with university staff involved in the delivery of ITAS to Indigenous 
students at our university with a view to eliciting from their perspectives the main issues 
affecting quality and administration of ITAS. From the data recorded at the focus group, 
which was returned to the group for “member checking” (Carspecken, 1995), the research 
team designed 6 key questions for each survey respondent group – the students, the 
professional staff, the tutors and academic advisers – resulting in four separate survey 
instruments (see Appendices A – D). 
Given that survey respondents tend to look for “clues” as to what information they are 
supposed to provide, and form attitude judgments on the spot (Schwarz, 2007), the 
introduction to the survey provided at the start for each one is extremely important.  
“The management and staff of the Oodgeroo Unit are committed to enhancing the learning 
experiences of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students through the Indigenous 
Tutorial Assistance Scheme (ITAS).  To be proactive in this campaign, it is essential that the 
Oodgeroo Unit staff have an understanding of the needs and experiences of tutors currently 
providing ITAS tuition.  The purpose of this questionnaire is to obtain this useful information 
and to enable us to develop best practice in student support.  We anticipate this will lead to 
improved student outcomes throughout their studies at QUT.  
The information you supply will be collated by the Oodgeroo Unit staff for the sole purpose 
of reviewing the ITAS program with a view to enhancing its efficacy.  This information is 
confidential and shall not be disclosed to unauthorised people or agencies.  While an overall 
profile of ITAS tutors’ experiences of the scheme will be constructed, your individual 
identities will remain anonymous.  
Please complete the attached questionnaire and return as soon as possible” 
                                                                        (ITAS Tutor Survey – Appendices)   
In the above instructions/information for respondents, the research team felt it essential to 
stress the aspects of the ITAS program to be covered by the survey, the ‘ownership’ of the 
data, the significance of collecting the data in terms of student outcomes, and assurances of 
confidentiality, despite the identity of tutors being known. This identity issue needed to be 
clarified as the survey was administered by email, allowing the research team to know the 
respondent by the return email address, if they chose to return the survey electronically. 
Opportunities for anonymously completing the survey were also provided by encouraging 
tutors and students to print off the survey and return them un-named through internal or 
external mail, or to a collection box provided on each campus. 
The	Participants	
The participants in the study can be categorised into the following groups: 
1. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students currently using or have previously used 
ITAS 
2. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students who have chosen not to use ITAS, or 
not using it for other reasons (such as tutor unavailability) 
3. ITAS tutors – current and past 
4. Current academic staff who appoint tutors 
5. Current Professional staff who administer ITAS 
All participants were interviewed in a focus group setting or surveyed. Follow up ‘member 
checks’ (Carspecken, 1996), with a majority of staff, students and tutors were included in the 
research process after the participants had the opportunity to read and/or respond to our 
interpretations of their views through presentations in two focus groups (November and June) 
and email correspondence following their surveys. Some respondents also provided their 
feedback in writing. We supplemented their feedback with additional field notes, recorded 
during and immediately after the staff presentations.  
The following section gives background information about all of the participants. All names 
are concealed, with identity discerned by an allocated number. 
The Students 
Twenty-one students participated in the project. There were ninety-five students undertaking 
ITAS throughout the project, so the student cohort represented 22% of students actively 
involved in ITAS, and 5.5% of all students enrolled at QUT (n=380). The students were 
selected via email requests to complete a survey, which was attached to the original request 
(See appendix). Academic staff also suggested potential students who were frequent, new or 
past users of ITAS. 
The Tutors 
Twenty-one tutors participated in the project.  There were sixty-eight tutors employed during 
the project, so the response rate equated to 30%. The ITAS tutors were selected by a 
deliberate targeting process, through nomination by academic staff who were responsible for 
appointing tutors, and through the random return of surveys which were sent to all currently 
employed tutors over email (see Appendices). By targeting, we specifically mean that once 
the survey was sent out on email, we approached particular individuals to ask if they had seen 
the email, and were intending to complete it, as we were very keen to ascertain their point of 
view. 
The Academic Staff 
The academic staff who participated in the study volunteered to attend two ITAS Workshops, 
which formed the bulk of the focus group data collected, and some were also members of the 
research team. A total of six academic staff participated in the workshops. 
The Professional Staff 
The Professional staff who participated in the study were targeted by the research team and 
two were also members of the research team. All Professional staff were asked to complete a 
survey over email (see Appendices) and some volunteered to attend the ITAS 
workshop/focus group as well. Two professional staff completed the surveys and three staff 
participated in the focus group.  
Key ‘Informants’ 
We also involved several key informants, with extensive knowledge of the history and 
administration of ITAS, including the Unit Manager (Victor Hart), previous ITAS 
Coordinator (Maureen Ah Sam), and for specific, pre-Bulk Funding Arrangements 
information (1990-1995), a Queensland DEST Officer (Bev Woodward). 
Confidentiality 
We were well aware that the study's data, and interpretation of such data, risked exposing the 
identity of the participants and could have led to censure by their peers and colleagues. 
Indigenous research ethics (Donovan and Spark, 1997; AIATSIS, 2000; NHMRC, 2003) 
dictate that participants reserve the right to reveal or conceal their identity - indeed, to be able 
to control how their identity is constructed in the text (Hart and Whatman, 1998). 
For these reasons, a number of strategies were employed, at two levels, to remain sensitive to 
the needs and rights of the participants. Firstly, when prompting a response to a question 
posed in focus groups about the views and actions of other participants, we attempted to 
provide as much contextual information as was required without identifying the source. For 
example, questions were phrased as ‘some of the students commented...’ or ‘some of the 
academic staff noted that…’, so that we would avoid becoming an informant of another’s 
identity.  
At another level, individual participants have been protected by the use of pseudonyms and 
numbers. While readers who are knowledgeable of the case study site and its people may 
recognise individual identities through deduction or their existing relationships, the use of 
such pseudonyms provides the confidentiality required to present the data to a wider 
audience, with permission, without causing harm or distress to the participants, and without 
distorting the meaningfulness of record.  At the time of data collection, a number of 
participants indicated that they would be happy to have their identities included in the final 
text if necessary. For example, students and tutors had the option of returning their surveys 
anonymously, but most chose to return their surveys electronically via email, which meant 
we had a record of their identity. However, a conscious decision has been made not to reveal 
their identities for the sake of consistency. 
Presentation of Preliminary Findings 
The discussions which follow emerged from preliminary investigations into the experiences 
and perspectives of key stakeholders in the ITAS administration at our university.  This 
project is currently in progress and we hope to engage constructive comments from 
colleagues in other student support centres. 
Burden of Administration 
 
First of all, we looked at the current process of ITAS at the Oodgeroo Unit.  The biggest 
hurdle experienced is the handling of paper work involved. Records of staff minutes, 
particularly after 2000, revealed that the administration of ITAS gradually became a 
permanent item on the agenda for discussions during many staff meetings and retreats 
(Oodgeroo Unit Staff Meeting & Retreat Minutes January 2000; February, 2001; October, 
2002; October, 2003).  A number of factors contributed to this increased focus on the 
administration of ITAS.  For example, it is acknowledged that the administrative funding for 
ITAS within universities is directly capped by DEST, with any additional costs borne by the 
educational provider.  As we reported earlier, the Oodgeroo Unit shares the administrative 
load across most if its staff. However, the changing nature of the work within the Australian 
academia community leaves academic staff in a dilemma under the current DEST 
administrative requirements.  While student support continues to be a major responsibility for 
academic staff, promotional criteria also focus on teaching, community engagement, research 
activities and consequent publications (QUT, 2007).  The challenge for most academic staff 
is to nurture a research culture informed by Indigenous perspectives, which involves 
intensive consultation and negotiation with Indigenous communities and representatives, with 
teaching commitments.  To delegate such an enormous share of the ITAS administrative load 
to Level A academic staff is unfair as this cohort of personnel deserve assistance from the 
employer to engage in professional development activities which could increase their chances 
in applying for promotion and career advancement. This is about freeing up Indigenous 
academics to enable them to be empowered to progress their own careers within the 
University promotional requirements; not be tied up doing ITAS paperwork.  For example, 
throughout the entire administration of ATAS/ITAS at QUT from 1990 to 2007, only two 
members of academic staff had applied for personal promotion on academic merit through 
the university promotions system. Furthermore, only two academic staff, and four 
professional staff successfully applied for higher level appointments internally within the 
Oodgeroo Unit over the same period.  We have also witnessed many aspiring Indigenous 
scholars depart from the university sector. Therefore, we argue that the difficulty of nurturing 
an academic career is increased if staff time is consumed with administrative tasks required 
by ITAS. 
The Deficiency Model (Academic Inability) 
 
Our findings demonstrate that adhering to the requirements of DEST, the funding agency for 
ITAS, reinforces the notion that ITAS is a supplementary tuition program, to address a 
perceived, nation-wide deficiency in Indigenous students’ educational abilities (Nakata, 
2001).  While quantitative data is collected and summarised to satisfy DEST requirements, it 
fails to adequately explain success and failure rates at individual institutions, academic and 
personal factors that contribute to learning difficulties of individual students, and the reasons 
why students decide not to apply for ITAS at all, yet successfully pass all their subjects in the 
end and graduate (see Table 1, out of 380 students enrolled at QUT, only 94 accessed ITAS).  
Reasons for refraining from ITAS provide some insights to the students’ academic abilities 
and may challenge the “supplementary” provision of assistance to Indigenous students 
studying at universities. The current DEST reporting requirements do not adequately seek to 
understand these issues, yet they should yield greater insights into the factors affecting 
Indigenous student “success” at university level. 
Tutoring guidelines and reporting requirements that focus only on pass/fail rates and the 
number of hours a student receives tuition undermine the quality of that tuition and the 
individual roles and expertise of tutors.  It can be argued that assessment and passing of 
assessment tasks takes precedence over in-depth understanding of the subject content and 
study skills, particularly from the student’s perspective.  Survey responses from students and 
tutors indicate the concentration on assessment outcomes is a legitimate indicator of ITAS 
“success”, but it can create tension between the students’ and tutors’ aspirations. 
            Many tutors believe that just because they are tutoring you that you will receive a 6 or 
7.  They seem disappointed that it’s only a pass.  I believe in aiming high and trying to be 
happy with what I get. However, I tend to feel like a failure when you know that a tutor thinks 
you will receive a higher mark than you receive (Student # 8).    
            I have found with some students that they seem keen to use the tutoring sessions as a 
crutch for problematic assessment rather than as a forum for additional learning (Tutor #3).  
It is, therefore, not surprising that the DEST administrative and accountability guidelines 
influence the mode of teaching and learning through the ITAS program, and the subsequent 
teaching and learning relationship that is established between the tutors and students over the 
semester. While education providers such as universities adhere to bureaucratic regulations, 
many pedagogical and cultural issues which impact on student learning are ignored, and 
perhaps undermined.   What appears to be missing is a genuine and authentic assessment of 
the teaching and learning relationships facilitated by the ITAS program, from the people who 
matter most; the student recipients, their tutors, and the academic and professional staff who 
make it possible.  
What Students Want: Quality of teaching and learning 
 
In an attempt to engage students’ perspectives on ITAS and other support services by the 
Oodgeroo Unit, some strategies were initiated and recorded in documents which form part of 
this analysis.  From 2005, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students applying through the 
alternative entry program completed a survey in which questions were asked on ITAS 
assistance.  This data is used in a comparative manner to the survey completed by students 
through the current ITAS project. 
  
Types of Assistance from ITAS 
The types of assistance students required from ITAS tutors are indicated on the ITAS 
application forms.   Thus the generic categories below are provided for students to select the 
type of assistance needed.  These are: 
 Interpreting assignment topics / course content 
 Finding information from the library, internet 
 Understanding referencing according to unit outlines 
 Assignment writing, defining topics, planning skills 
 Grammar and advanced writing skills 
 Preparing for oral presentations 
 Academic writing skills. 
In 2005, forty students from the fifty-seven applicants who completed the CASP survey 
indicated they would apply for ITAS tuition in 2006 if offered a place to study at the 
university (McLaughlin, 2006). Those who indicated otherwise were mainly postgraduate 
students and students who were transferring to QUT from other universities.  The pie graph 
below illustrates the types of assistance these applicants sought upon commencement of 
study. 
  
 
                                                                           (McLaughlin, 2006 ) 
Figure Three: CASP results from 2005 cohort 
The above types of assistance can be grouped into four categories.  These categories could 
include assignments, study strategies, content and professional advice on career pathways as 
outlined below: 
  
            Assignments          (bibliography, essay writing, proof reading and writing techniques) 
            Content                 (understanding content, lecture notes, and specifically English and 
Maths) 
            Study Strategy       (exam preparation, revision, time management, computing, 
transition to university, class presentations) 
            Professional            Career advice 
It can be concluded that the anticipation of enrolling in a university course must be daunting 
for many students applying through the CASP program.  Successfully completing their 
studies is a priority among new applicants.  This is clearly illustrated through the number of 
students requesting help on understanding content, developing efficient study strategies and 
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completion of assignments.  Given the diversity of students’ educational and professional 
backgrounds, they are cautious about successfully completing their intended study program. 
Therefore, they would welcome any assistance they could get in order to pass their courses.   
After a semester studying at the university, the kinds of assistance students need may differ.  
However, the type of support they can receive from ITAS tutors does not change; the generic 
categories of “need” do not change. 
 
Figure Four : Semester 1 / 2007 students’ survey on assistance sought from ITAS 
Students responded that content knowledge was the most needed kind of academic support 
they would like to receive from their tutors.  Specifically, this acknowledges the tutor’s 
expert knowledge.  Apart from tutors’ assistance in retrieving extra resources and insights 
with literature reviews, students undertaking technologically oriented course such as IT, 
engineering and environmental design wanted the technological expertise of specific tutors: 
More assistance with layout and problem solving (required) (ITAS Student #19) 
Understanding coding techniques (ITAS Student #11) 
Learning how to program and use databases (ITAS Student # 13) 
Helping me with my drawing subject - perspectives and layout design process (ITAS Student 
#21). 
Students indicated that guidance into examination and assessment preparation were highly 
valued, closely followed by cultural support, both in sharing academic experiences and in 
showing respect to students’ Aboriginality.  Also relevant was the personal attributes of tutors 
such as friendliness, punctuality, and encouragement.  Students commented: 
Taking time to discuss assignments first, listening to my perspective as an Aboriginal, being 
relaxed and approachable (ITAS student # 4). 
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Dedicated to the betterment of positive outcomes for Indigenous Australians, easy going and 
easy to relate to, expert in the field of study (ITAS student # 18). 
Eagerness to assist, experts in the field, experience with study and ability to quickly pick up 
the content to answer any questions I may have had (ITAS student # 19). 
Students were asked to note other types of assistance they would have liked to receive. The 
majority of the students indicated they were satisfied with the assistance they received.  
However, a small number of students requested technical support that would require access to 
computer software not currently available on the Oodgeroo Unit’s computers.   
Responses from past ITAS students (2004-2005), collated and analysed from documents such 
as ITAS student evaluation forms each semester, canvassed a range of issues, including the 
limit of two hours per subject per week, the appropriateness of tutors’ qualifications and the 
availability of appropriate tutors to appoint: 
I found that the 2 hours per week really just wasn’t enough (greedy eh?!!) but we really 
needed 4. 2 for reading and writing and 2 for the coursework (Past ITAS Student E). 
  
Subject is part of the faculty of Finance and Economics and the tutor who is a staff member 
of the Accountancy faculty had a tendency to teach the work from an accountancy point of 
view which at times made it difficult and confusing to understand (Past ITAS Student A). 
Tuition was difficult to obtain and there was only a few weeks of tuition with tutor (Past ITAS 
Student D). 
It was hard sometimes due to the fact that I needed to work on a couple of major projects for 
other subjects and didn’t have enough time for this one (Past ITAS Student F). 
Student E reiterated an issue discussed earlier, in the Review of Bulk Funding Arrangements 
(Oodgeroo Unit, 2003), that individual student needs may include ESL considerations when 
English is their third or fourth language. ITAS tuition cannot be used to meet this particular 
need. Student F validated the concern about “banking” ITAS hours to be used when the 
students most require them (i.e. around project dates). 
Discussion 
Problematising Issues with ITAS tuition 
 
Several key issues were raised from responses to the surveys.  These include the inflexibility 
of DEST requirements, student – tutor relationships and the resources to support learning 
experiences. 
Inflexibility of DEST requirements 
 
The schedule of tuition is strictly guided by DEST guidelines. Inflexibility of ITAS tuition 
can overshadow the quality of learning.  As noted previously, one tutor observes that ITAS 
can be used as “crunch time”, students would desperately seek tutor input into assessment 
tasks instead of perceiving ITAS tutorials as a two way form of academic input over the 
entire semester.  This involves in-depth discussions between tutor and student on the content 
matter.   
One major problem with time management: The simple formula of two-hours-per-unit-per-
week adds significant time obligations to what can already be a very time-poor week for a 
student. It has been my experience that, for most, this amount of time can pose a stress 
capable of negating the original intent to provide assistance. Rather than attempt to provide 
tutoring in all of the units for a full-time load, it would seem to be more beneficial to cover 
the most problematic units but to leave at least one unit for the student to complete 
themselves. This reduces the time commitment of face-to-face meetings, and also enables the 
student to assess for themselves the benefit of tutorial assistance, thereby returning a degree 
of determination to the student. The fundamentals of scholarship afforded overall by tutorial 
contact are sufficient assistance to the student for constructing a personal frame or method of 
learning. Insisting on a one-size-fits-all formula risks extra stress and can detract from the 
agency of the student in their own advancement (ITAS tutor # 7). 
Such reflections and observations by a tutor with years of experience raise several issues for 
consideration and correlate with concerns already presented of past ITAS students.  First, it 
reveals the complexities of the restrictions set by external agencies that may not necessarily 
appreciate the individual needs of students and tutors.  Second, ITAS is a supplementary 
program, thus adds pressure to full-time students to keep their commitments to attend 
scheduled classes and then additional time to attend ITAS.  Most students are also allocating 
hours for ITAS while balancing these with part-time work.  It can be argued then that such 
commitments can make an impact on attendance at ITAS tutorial sessions, an issue which 
continues to dominate many ITAS sessions with “no show” as final outcome.  Indeed, within 
the current arrangements, and as noted by the tutor and students above, insisting on a one-
size-fits-all formula (maximum of two hours per week per subject) can likely reduce the 
prioritisation by students of meeting ITAS commitments and to take ownership of their own 
learning. 
Student / Tutor Relationships 
Employment of ITAS is always on a part-time basis.  While the Oodgeroo Unit has been 
quite fortunate to engage experienced tutors in a variety of disciplines, the turn-over of staff 
is high on an annual basis.  Much time is expended on recruiting appropriate tutors.  Students 
commented on the mis-match of tutors, particularly when tutors did not have the appropriate 
qualifications or background in the field of study. For example, Past ITAS Student B noted 
“Sometimes (my tutor) had no idea of the content”.   Another issue concerned the over-
commitment by tutors, having too many other commitments in addition to ITAS tutorial 
responsibilities, and thus, less flexibility in time and place of ITAS tuition to meet the 
learning needs of the student. For example, students noted that the least helpful attribute of 
his or her tutor was: 
Time management, both working full-time and having commitments outside of work and 
study. (ITAS Student #19). 
 
Don’t like it when we have to fit into their timetable, they should fit into ours (ITAS student # 
3). 
More importantly, students also noted the insensitivities displayed by some tutors with regard 
to not allowing students to take ownership of their study. “Successful outcomes” as expected 
by DEST are complicated by problematic power relationships that occur between tutors and 
students over how to pass assessment items.  This student articulated a negative attribute of 
tutors as being: 
When the tutor tries to make changes to your assignment so that it sounds like their work. 
(ITAS Student #3) 
Tutors, on the other hand, found their involvement with ITAS contributed to improving their 
knowledge base, clarifying understanding within their own field of expertise, and enhanced 
their pedagogies. Contributing to students’ successful completion was both professionally 
and personally rewarding. Tutors also commented on how their participation in ITAS 
increased their employment prospects.   
A substantial number of tutors commented on how much they valued the relationships they 
had formed with students.  They described a sense of achievement in seeing students develop 
both personally and academically. This engagement enhanced their sense of social justice, 
their recognition of and contribution to Indigenous equality through education.   
As a justice and human rights theorist I have particularly enjoyed exploring aspects of the 
relationship between white and [I]ndigenous Australia(ns) with my students. I have come to 
know that I understand a lot less about        [I]ndigenous perspectives than I had once 
thought. I enjoy the one-on-one teaching much more than I do class teaching and I 
thoroughly enjoy the teaching and learning relationships I’ve been able to develop with 
students (ITAS tutor # 3). 
Additionally, tutors reported that the insights they gained from participating in ITAS tuition 
arrangements contributed positively to their pedagogical practice outside of the ITAS 
relationship:  
I have found it personally beneficial to clarify my own understanding and knowledge within 
my field of education by interacting [with] and assisting Indigenous students. Through this 
work I can continue to reflect on my own practice, beliefs and knowledge while also assisting 
others in a meaningful and worthwhile way (ITAS Tutor #2). 
Individual tutoring in a unit that I have tutored to groups for a quite a while, has enabled me 
to see what topics and areas in the unit require greater focus and attention.  I am more able 
to see things from a student’s perspective which improves my teaching in general.  It has also 
been personally rewarding to see students grow in their skills and understanding through 
ITAS tutoring (ITAS Tutor # 5). 
Tutors noted that working in the ITAS program gave them the opportunity to become more 
culturally aware and have a greater understanding of Indigenous perspectives through their 
professional relationships with students.   
Working WITH Aboriginal people is far more educational than trying to learn about issues 
through the veil of ignorance that is provided by the media. I thank the management for 
adding expansively to my understanding of both Indigenous culture and also culture as a 
general concept, and for the insights into understanding both difference and sameness (ITAS 
Tutor #7) 
Participation in the ITAS program also contributed significantly to the tutors’ sense of 
professional accomplishment when they were privy to the “success” of students either 
through good results, or gaining employment upon graduation: 
The aspect of ITAS that I’ve found professionally rewarding is the opportunity to support 
students to achieve life and study goals.  Each student is different in their abilities and 
commitment to study and it is a unique experience to be able to work with individuals (ITAS 
Tutor # 12). 
                                                     
Extremely satisfying to feel that my work with Indigenous students can result in more 
Indigenous people attaining positions of power and influence e.g. as teachers (ITAS Tutor 
#13). 
The most satisfying professional aspects include the graduation of my students as RN’s (I 
have a 100% graduation rate), these students become my close friends and colleges and I 
find this extremely rewarding. With regards to my academic status, I have found that my 
knowledge base has continually increased as I have to retain and teach information regularly 
(ITAS Tutor # 14). 
Understanding Student “Success”  
The significance of findings such as these for this project is the broader definitions of 
“success” used by various tutors and students. Achieving a good grade was only one of a 
variety of indicators of “success” – seeing changes to students’ life skills, achieving study 
goals, (regardless of grade), attaining positions of power and influence, or desirable 
employment upon graduation were all specified in the tutor survey results, as indicated 
above. Herbert (2005, p. 14) found similar student understandings of success, in that the 
development of life skills may be seen as more important than their grade point average 
(GPA). She noted that DEST perceptions of success, however, were aligned with academic 
outcomes and course completions, reflecting strong linkages to Federal Government 
economic policy (2005, p. 14). Paradoxically though, DEST does not require education 
providers to compile graduate destinations against ITAS provision, and the administrative 
procedures inherent in the program do not systematically capture these potential indicators of 
success. 
Another “successful” outcome of ITAS not currently measured is the contribution to the 
cultural awareness of the tutoring staff and the consequences of their improved knowledge 
base in other teaching and learning settings. We mentioned earlier in the background to the 
research that QUT has embarked on a series of projects embedding Indigenous perspectives, 
which has contributed to a growing awareness of the benefit to all Australians, not only 
Indigenous Australians, of Indigenous knowledge and Indigenous perspectives (Phillips, 
2005).  ITAS is yet another pathway for respect for Indigenous knowledge and perspectives 
to increase and be recognised in academia. This correlates with Herbert’s (2005, p. 10-11) 
findings that students regard such a two-way, ‘enabling’ exchange as not only a way of 
becoming empowered themselves, but also as a way of enhancing the reconciliation process 
within universities. This outcome is as important to students as their own empowerment, 
because of the potential for societal change (p. 11). 
Conclusion 
Implications for further work 
Our findings at this early stage of the project confirm what has been suggested in earlier 
publications (Oodgeroo Unit, 2003; Morgan, 2003) about the burden of administration that is 
placed upon institutions that offer ITAS. New guidelines which still emphasise the reporting 
of statistical outcomes and financial acquittal over and above the quality of teaching and 
learning outcomes have translated into onerous trails of paperwork, the labour for which is 
not properly reimbursed by DEST, and results in serious impediments to Oodgeroo Unit 
employees’ abilities to meet their other career obligations. Clearly, the ongoing consequences 
for staff who continue to offer ITAS under these conditions deserve further critique and 
would further illuminate impediments to the quality of teaching and learning in ITAS in the 
future. 
The definition of “success” of all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students at university, 
including those who do not access ITAS (accounting for 80% of QUT Indigenous students in 
2007) still requires much further exploration, particularly, as Herbert (2005) suggested, from 
a student perspective. Morgan (2003, p. 10) noted a possible reason that students may not use 
ITAS as “some may see it as an admission of failure to avail themselves of it”.  The purpose 
of ITAS may not be generally well understood by all stakeholders, and this beginning study 
has clearly uncovered correlations between the restrictive nature of the funding guidelines 
and the nature of the teaching and learning relationship that is possible between tutors and 
students. More investigation is required into this issue. 
With continual changes to the guidelines and funding criteria, staff members who administer 
the program need to create enduring systems of administration and quality assurance. This 
comprises two, interrelated aspects. First, a critical curriculum design to ITAS, based upon 
dynamic involvement of all stakeholders (tutors, students, academic advisors and professional 
staff) beyond the minimum requirements for work programs. Second, a data management 
system that not only captures the minimum quantitative and qualitative data requirements for 
reporting to DEST, but can actually inform the kinds of changes that we have indicated may 
be required from this study. The system design must capture and contain quality data and 
additional knowledge that can be used internally to inform the practice of all stakeholders. 
For example, tutors indicated a need for greater understanding of cultural awareness – the 
ITAS system could provide this knowledge in a dynamic forum with instant access, without 
waiting for a “once a year” cultural awareness training session. DEST rules prevent tutors 
from being paid to attend more than one session, yet this implies cultural awareness is a 
knowledge set that can be completely acquired and understood in two hours. The 
consequences of restrictions such as these can be countered with strategic development of 
ITAS management systems. 
The QUT Oodgeroo Unit has progressed this argument throughout 2007 with the 
development of a prototype ITAS management system that operates in a virtual environment. 
All stakeholders are envisaged to enter this virtual environment to access, participate, report, 
teach and learn through ITAS in the imminent future. The user requirements, needs analysis 
and design phases of this research project are beyond the scope of this paper and will be 
published subsequent to this. 
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